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Introduction

he gave them before Japanese students at the Univer-
sity of Tokyo, in the years between 1896 and 1902.
He lectured without manuscript, and since he died be-
fore he had the opportunity of formulating in writing
for Western readers his judgments of European litera-
ture, it is entirely to the devotion of his students that
we owe the present chapters. Out of consideration for
his audience, whose English was but recently acquired,
Hearn lectured slowly. Some dozen of his pupils were
able, therefore, to write down practically every word
he said. After his death they presented the manuscripts
to Mrs. Hearn, who put them in the hands of her hus-
band’s friend and literary executor, Mitchell McDon-
ald, Pay Director U. S. N., who in turn brought them
to the present publishers.

In editing these lectures for the volumes in which
they first appeared, I tried to make as few alterations
as possible. Only those manuscripts have been pub-
lished which were fairly clear; all passages which were
so mangled as to call for a reconstruction of the text,
I omitted, and if the omission seemed to affect in any
essential way what remained, I rejected the whole lec-
ture. No additions whatever were made to the text;
only the punctuation was made uniform, and the numer-
ous quotations verified. Undaunted by many misprints
and many oversights of my own in the citations of the
four thick volumes, I have once more verified the quota-
tions in this present book, and dare hope that few errors
now survive.

Allowing, therefore, for such mistakes as are inci-
dent to proofreading, the reader will find here a close
record of Hearn’s daily instruction to his Japanese
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Introduction

so philosophic a control of it, as to find consistently the
meaning of any book, classic or modern, is to be among
the few great critics, the few in whom criticism is a
function and not an event. Hearn is, I believe, among
the greatest of critics. It should be remembered also
that his many lectures, all illustrating this high dis-
crimination, were delivered in a foreign land, before a
group of young men who could understand only the
general drift of them, and with no likelihood, as it
seemed, that they would ever come under the review of
. Western readers. Yet day in and day out Hearn lec-
tured at Tokyo before his boys with the same care and
with the same elevation of spirit as though he had been
addressing an audience at the Sorbonne or at Oxford
—or better, as though he had been the official instead
of the accidental spokesman for Western letters, and
as though the whole East, and not only his limited
classroom, were hanging on his words. This consecra-
tion to work done in obscurity is as rare in teaching as
in other human activities. Observing it on every page
of Hearn’s lectures, I marvel at the integrity of his
character.

One is tempted to speak in detail of all the lectures
in this book—of the special merit of each, and of the
relation of one to the other. It will be sufficient, how-
ever, to say a word of the chapter on Rossetti, which
exhibits Hearn’s method and his success. Rossetti
usually seems, even to his admirers, a poet of tempera-
ment and color, diffuse temperament and exotic color;
in so much sensuousness it has not been easy for the
casual critic to trace the intellectual fibre. But Hearn
observes that the plots of Rossetti’s ballads, stripped

[viii]



Introduction

somewhat of their Rossetti decorations, are stirring
plots, contrived by an energetic mind. With this clue
he undertakes to show us that Rossetti’s work is all of
an intellectual architecture, however emotional the sur-
face of it may be. To read what Hearn says of the
“Staff and Scrip,” and then to read the ballad, is to
discover a new poem, with the conviction besides that
the poem is what Hearn discovered it to be. If the
reader of Rossetti thinks this praise of Hearn’s chapter
18 excessive, let him run over at his leisure all the other
criticism of Rossetti he can find. He will agree at last
that here is criticism of the first order—the criticism
which opens our eyes to things in books, and thereby
to the things in life of which books are only the mirror.

JorN ErsxINE.

[ix]
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Pre-Raphaelite and Other Poets

to think and to feel very much as: men felt and thought
in the time of the great Italiak.pcete Dante.

One reason for this exti',annﬁnary difference between
himself and his contémpo’r&nes was that Rossetti was
not an Englishmanbut an Italian by blood, religion,
and feeling’, In.Lis verse we might expect to find some-
thing shit We cannot find in any other English poet;
and’} think that we shall find it. The facts of his life—
drange and pathetic—need not occupy us now. You
":"need only remember for the present that he was a great
painter before becoming a great poet, and that his
painting, like his poetry, was the painting of another
century than his own. Also it will be well to bear in
mind that he detested modern science and modern phi-
losophy—which fact makes it all the more remarkable
that he uttered some great thoughts quite in harmony
with the most profound philosophy of the Orient.

In studying the best of his poetry, it will be well for
us to consider it by groups, taking a few specimens
from each group as examples of the rest ; since we shall
not have time to read even a quarter of all his produc-
tion. Taking the very simplest of his work to begin
with, I shall make a selection from what I might call the
symbolic group, for want of a better name. I mean
those poems which are parables, or symbolic illustra-
tions of deep truths—poems which seem childishly sim-
Ple, but are nevertheless very deep indeed. We may
begin with a little piece called “The Mirror.”

She knew it not,—most perfect pain
To learn: this too she knew not. Strife
For me, calm hers, as from the first.

[2]
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I plucked a honeysuckle where "
The hedge on high is quick with thorn,
And climbing for the prize, was torn,
And fouled my feet in quag-water;
And by the thorns and by the wind
The blossom that I took was thinn’d,
And yet I found it sweet and fair.

Thence to a richer growth I came,
Where, nursed in mellow intercourse,
The honeysuckles sprang by scores,

Not harried like my single stem,

All virgin lamps of scent and dew.
So from my hand that first I threw,
Yet plucked not any more of them.

It often happens that a young man during his first
struggle in life, when all the world seems to be against
him, meets with some poor girl who loves him. Sh: is
not educated as he has been; she is ignorant of many
things, and she has suffered herself a great d 1 of
hardship, so that although beautiful naturallv A
good-hearted, both her beauty and her temper ha-

a little spoiled by the troubles of life. The y. 1
whom she loves is obliged to mix with a very por
vulgar class of people in order to become intit -

her. There are plenty of rough common 1ien
would like to get that girl; and the young man h.
good deal of trouble in winning her away from them.
With all her small faults she seems for the time very
beautiful to her lover, because he cannot get any finer
woman while he remains poor. But presently success
comes to him, and he is able to enter a much higher

[4]
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observe during that instant of suffering things which
he never ohserved before. or to notice details never
noticed before in common things. Oue reasoun is that at
such a time sense-impressions are stimmlated to a strange
degree by the increase of circulation. while the eyes and
ears remain automatically active only. Whoever
among you can remember the pain of losing a paremt
or beloved friend, will probably remember with ex-
traordinary vividness all kinds of Lttle things seen
or heard at the time, such as the cry of a bird or &
ericket, the sound of the dripping of water. the form
of a sunbeam upon a wall, the shapes of shadows in a
garden. The personage of this poem often before saw
the woodspurge, without noticing anything particular
about it: but in a moment of great sorrow observing
the plant, he learns for the first time the peculiar form
of ita flower. In a wonderful novel by Henry Kingsley,
called “Ravenshoe,” there is a very striking example
of the same thing. A cavalry-soldier. waiting in the
saddle for the order to charge the enemy, observes on
the back of the soldier before him a grease-spot which
looks exactly like the map of Sweden, and begins to
think that if the outline of Norway were beside it, the
upper part of the map would go over the shoulder of
the man. This fancy comes to him in a moment when
he believes himself going to certain death.

Now we will take a longer poem, very celebrated, en-
titled “The Cloud Confines.”

The day is dark and the night
To him that would search their heart;
No lips of cloud that will part
Nor momning song in the light:

(6]



Studies in Rossetti

Only, gazing alone,
To him wild shadows are shown,
Deep under deep unknown,
And height above unknown height.
Still we say as we go,—
“‘Strange to think by the way,
Whatever there is to know,
That shall we know one day.”

The Past is over and fled;
Named new, we name it the old;
Thereof some tale hath been told,
But no word comes from the dead;
Whether at all they be,
Or whether as bond or free,
Or whether they too were we,
Or by what spell they have sped.
Still we say as we go,—
“Strange to think by the way,
Whatever there is to know,
That shall we know one day.”

What of the heart of hate
That beats in thy breast, O Time?—
Red strife from the furthest prime,
And anguish of fierce debate;
War that shatters her slain,
And peace that grinds them as grain,
And eyes fixed ever in vain
On the pitiless eyes of Fate.
Still we say as we go,—
“Strange to think by the way,
Whatever there is to know,
That shall we know one day.”

[7]
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What of the heart of love
That bleeds in thy breast, O Man?—
Thy kisses snatched 'neath the ban
Of fangs that mock them above;
Thy bells prolonged unto knells,
Thy hope that a breath dispels,
Thy bitter forlorn farewells
And the empty echoes thereof?
Still we say as we go,—
“Strange to think by the way,
Whatever there is to know,
That shall we know one day.”

The sky leans dumb on the sea,
Aweary with all its wings;
And oh! the song the sea sings
Is dark everlastingly.
Our past is clean forgot,
Our present is and is not,
Our future’s a sealed seedplot,
And what betwixt them are we?
We who say as we go,—
‘““Strange to think by the way,
Whatever there is to know,
That shall we know one day.”

This dark poetry is very different from the optimism
of Tennyson; and we uncomfortably feel it to be much
more true. In spite of all its wonderful tenderness and
caressing hopefulness, we feel that Tennyson’s poetry
does not illuminate the sombre problems of life. But
Rossetti will not be found to be a pessimist. I shall
presently show, by examples, the difference between
poetical pessimism and Rossetti’s thoughtful melan-
choly. He is simply communing with us about the

(8]
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into a place of eminence only second to that of the
four great masters.

Besides this remarkable line, which I have asked you
to put in italics, you should remember those two very
splendid lines in the third stanza:

v War that shatters her slain,
And peace that grinds them as grain.

These have become famous. The suggestion is that
peace is more cruel than war. In battle a man is dashed
to pieces, and his pain is immediately over. In the com-
petition of civil life, the weak and the stupid, no matter
how good or moral they may be, arc practically crushed
by the machinery of Western civilisation, as grain
might be crushed in a mill.

In the last stanza of the composition you will doubt-
less have observed the pathetic reference to the mean-
ing of the song of the sea, mysterious and awful beyond
all other sounds of nature. Rossetti has not failed
to consider this sound, philosophically and emotionally,
in one of his most beautiful poems. And now I want
to show you, by illustration, the difference between a
really pessimistic treatment of a subject and Rossetti’s
treatment of it. Perhaps the very finest example of
pessimism in Victorian poetry is a sonnet by Lee-Ham-
ilton, on the subject of a sea-shell. You know that if
you take a large sea-shell of a particular form, and
hold it close to your ear, you will hear a sound like the
sound of the surf, as if the ghost of the sea were in the
shell. Nearly all English children have the experience
of listening to the sound of the sea in a shell; it startles
them at first; but nobody tells them what the sound

[10]
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telling them that there are no ghosts or fairies. So
we must not tell the humanity which believes in happi-
ness after death that there is no heaven. All progress
is through faith and hope in something. The measure
of a poet is in the largeness of the thought which he
can apply to any subject, however trifling. Bearing
" this in mind, let us now see how the same subject of
the sea-shell appeals to the thought of Rossetti. You
will then perceive the difference between pessimism and
philosophical humanitarianism.

THE SEA-LIMITS

Consider the sea’s listless chime:
Time’s self it is, made audible,—
The murmur of the earth’s own shell.
Secret continuance sublime
Is the sea’s end: our sight may pass
No furlong further. Since time was,
This sound hath told the lapse of time.

No quiet, which is death’s,—it hath
The mournfulness of ancient life,
Enduring always at dull strife.

As the world’s heart of rest and wrath,
Its painful pulse is in the sands.
Last utterly, the whole sky stands,

Grey and not known, along its path.

Listen alone beside the sea,
Listen alone among the woods;
Those voices of twin solitudes
Shall have one sound alike to thee:
Hark where the murmurs of thronged men
Surge and sink back and surge again,—
Still the one voice of wave and tree.

[12]
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and the mystery of that universe brought before us
by a simile of incomparable sublimity.

Before leaving this important class of poems, let me
cite another instance of the comparative necarness of
Rossetti at times to Oriental thought. It is the fif-
teenth of that wonderful set of sonnets entitled the
“House of Life.”

THE BIRTH-BOND

Have you not noted, in some family
Where two were born of a first marriage-bed,
How still they own their gracious bond, though fed
And nursed on the forgotten breast and knee?—
How to their father’s children they shall be
In act and thought of one goodwill; but each
Shall for the other have, in silence speech,
And in a word complete community ?

Even so, when first I saw you, seemed it, love,
That among souls allied to mine was yet

One nearer kindred than life hinted of.
O born with me somewhere that men forget,
And though in years of sight and sound unmet,

Known for my soul’s birth-partner well enough!

This beautiful little thought of love is almost exactly
the same as that suggested in a well-known Japanese
proverb about the relations of a previous existence.
We have here, in an English poet, who very probably
never read anything about Buddhism, the very idea of
the Buddhist en. The whole tendency of the poet’s
mind was toward larger things than his early training
had prepared him for.
[14]
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that these have rather the tone of bright violet. But
even ir. the ballads there is a very great difference in
the proportions of the two qualities. The highest tone
is in the “Blessed Damozel,” and in the beautiful nar-
rative poem of the “Staff and Scrip”; while the lowest
tone is perhaps that of the ballad of “Eden Bower,”
which describes the two passions of lust and hate at
their greatest intensity. But everything is beautifully
finished as work, and unapproachably exquisite in feel-
ing. I think the best example of what I have called the
violet style is the ballad of “Troy Town.”

Heavenborn Helen, Sparta’s Queen, o
(O Troy Town!)
Had two breasts of heavenly sheen, &
The sun and moon of the heart’s desire: &
All Love’s lordship lay between. %
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

Helen knelt at Venus’ shrine, v
(O Troy Town!)
Saying, “A little gift is mine, ¥
A little gift for a heart’s desire. &
Hear me speak and make me a sign! v
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

“Look! I bring thee a carven cup;
(O Troy Town!)
See it here as I hold it up,—
Shaped it is to the heart’s desire,
Fit to fill when the gods would sup.
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

[16]
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“It was moulded like my breast;
(O Troy Town!)
He that sees it may not rest,
Rest at all for his heart’s desire.
O give ear to my heart’s behest!
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on jire!)

“See my breast, how like it is;
(O Troy Town!)

See it bare for the air to kiss!

Is the cup to thy heart’s desire?

O for the breast, O make it his!
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

“Yea, for my bosom here I sue;
(O Troy Town!)
Thou must give it where ’tis due,
Give it there to the heart’s desire.
Whom do I give my bosom to?
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

“Each twin breast is an apple sweet!
(0O Troy Town!)

Once an apple stirred the beat

Of thy heart with the heart’s desire:—

Say, who brought it then to thy feet?
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

“They that claimed it then were three:
(O Troy Town!)

For thy sake two hearts did he

Make forlorn of the heartis desire.

[17]
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Do for him as he did for thee!
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

““Mine are apples grown to the south,
(O Troy Town!)
Grown to taste in the days of drouth,
Taste and waste to the heart’s desire:
Mine are apples meet for his mouth!”
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

Venus looked on Helen's gift,
(O Troy Town!)
Looked and smiled with subtle drift,
Saw the work of her heart’s desire:—
“There thou kneel’st for Love to lift!”
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

Venus looked in Helen’s face,
(O Troy Town!)
Knew far off an hour and place,
And fire lit from the heart’s desire;
Laughed and said, “Thy gift hath grace!”
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

Cupid looked on Helen’s breast,
(O Troy Town!)
Saw the heart within its nest,
Saw the flame of the heart’s desire,—
Marked his arrow’s burning crest.
(O Troy’s down!
Tall Troy’s on fire!)

(18]
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the Greek view of the subject at all. He is taking the
medizval one. He is writing of Greek gods and Greek
legends as such subjects were felt by Chaucer and by
the French poets of the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies. It would not be easy to explain the medisval
tone of the poem to you; that would require a compari-
son with the work of very much older poets. I only
‘want now to call your attention to the fact that even
in a Greek subject of the sensuous kind Rossetti always
keeps the tone of the Middle Ages; and that tone was
mystical.

Having given this beautiful example of the least
mystical class of Rossetti’s light poems, let us pass at
once to the most mystical. These are in all respects,
I am not afraid to say, far superior. The poem by
which Rossetti became first widely known and admired
was “The Blessed Damozel.” This and a lovely narra-
tive poem entitled “Staff and Scrip” form the most
exquisite examples of the poet’s treatment of mystical
love. You should know both of them ; but we shall first
take “The Blessed Damozel.”

This is the story of a woman in heaven, speaking of
the man she loved on earth. She is waiting for him.
She watches every new soul that comes to heaven, hop-
ing that it may be the soul of her lover. While wait-
ing thus, she talks to herself about what she will do to
make her lover happy when he comes, how she will show
him all the beautiful things in heaven, and will introduce
him to the holy saints and angels. That is all. But
it is very wonderful in its sweetness of simple pathos,
and in a peculiar, indescribable quaintness which is not
of the nineteenth century at all. It is of the Middle

[20]
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girdle; it is a dress of the thirteenth century as to
form; but it may interest you to know that usually
in religious pictures of angels and heavenly souls (the
French religious prints are incomparably the best)
there is no girdle, and the robe falls straight from neck
to feet. Service. The maiden in heaven becomes a
servant of the Mother of God. But the medizval idea
was that the daughter ‘of a very noble house, entering
heaven, might be honoured by being taken into the
service of Mary, just as in this world one might be hon-
oured by being taken into the personal service of a queen
or emperor. A white rose is worn as the badge or mark
of this distinction, because white is the symbol of chas-
tity, and Mary is especially the patron of chastity. In
heaven also—the heaven of Dante—the white rose has
many symbolic significations. Yellow. Compare “Elle
est blonde comme le blé.” (De Musset.)

Herseemed she scarce had been a day
One of God’s choristers;

The wonder was not yet quite gone
From that still look of hers;

Albeit, to them she left, her day
Had counted as ten years.

Herseemed. This word is very unusual, even obso-
lete. Formerly instead of saying “it seems to me,” “it
seems to him,” English people used to say meseems, him-
seems, herseems. The word “meseems” is still used, but
only in the present, with rare exceptions. It is becom-
ing obsolete also. Choristers. Choir-singers. The
daily duty of angels and souls in heaven was supposed
to be to sing the praises of God, just as on earth hymns

[22]
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absolute.. God’s castle overlooks, not a landscape, but
space; the sun and the stars lie far below.

* It lies in Heaven, across the flood
Of ether, as a bridge.
Beneath, the tides of day and night
With flame and darkness ridge
The void, as low as where this earth
Spins like a fretful midge.

Around her, lovers, newly met
'Mid deathless love’s acclaims,
Spoke ever more among themselves
Their heart-remembered names;
And the souls mounting up to God
Went by her like thin flames.

Ether. This is not the modern word, the scientific
ether, but the Greek and also medizval ether, the most
spiritual form of matter. The house of God, or heaven,
rests upon nothing, but stretches out like a bridge over
the ether itself. Far below something like enormous
waves seem to be soundlessly passing, light and dark.
Even in heaven, and throughout the universe, it was
supposed in the Middle Ages that there were succes-
sions of day and night independent of the sun. These
are the “tides” described. Ridge the woid means, make
ridges or wave-like lines in the ether of space. Midge
is used in English just as the word kobai is used in Japa-
nese. Fretful midge, a midge that moves very quickly
as if fretted or frightened.

And still she bowed herself and stooped
Out of the circling charm;
Until her bosomn must have made

[24]
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Her voice was like the voice the stars
Had when they sang together.

(Ah sweet! Even now, in that bird’s song,
Strove not her accents there,

Fain to be hearkened? When those bells
Possessed the mid-day air,

Strove not her steps to reach my side
Down all the echoing stair?)

Stair. We must suppose the lover to be in or near
a church with a steeple, or lofty bell tower. Outside he
hears a bird singing; and in the sweetness of its song
he thinks that he hears the voice of the dead girl speak-
ing to him. Then, as the church bells send down to
him great sweet waves of sound from the tower, he imag-
ines that he can hear, in the volume of the sound, some-
thing like a whispering of robes and faint steps as of
a spirit trying to descend to his side.

“I wish that he were come to me,
For he will come,” she said.

“Have I not prayed in Heaven?—on earth,
Lord, Lord, has he not prayed?

Are not two prayers a perfect strength?
And shall I fell afraid?

An allusion to a verse in the New Testament—*“if
two of you shall agree on earth as touching anything
that they shall ask, it shall be done for them.” She is
a little afraid that her lover may not get to heaven after
all, but she suddenly remembers this verse, and it gives
her encouragement. Perfect strength means strength
of prayer, the power of the prayer to obtain what is

[26]
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“We two will stand beside that shrine,
Occult, withheld, untrod,
Whose lamps are stirred continually
With prayer sent up to God;
And see our old prayers, granted, melt
Each like a little cloud.

Shrine. The Holy of Holies, or innermost sanctu-
ary of heaven, imagined by medizval faith as a sort of
reserved chapel. But the origin of the fancy will be
explained in the next note. Lamps. See again St.
John’s vision, Rev. iv, 5—“And there were seven lamps
of fire burning before the throne, which are the seven
Spirits of God.” These mystical flames, representing
special virtues and powers, would be agitated according
to the special virtues corresponding to them in the as-
cending prayers of men. But now we come to another
and stranger thought. A4 little cloud. See again Rev.
v, 8, in which reference is made to “golden vials, full of
incense, which are the prayers of the saints.” Here we
see the evidence of a curious belief that prayers in
heaven actually become transformed into the substance
of incense. By the Talmudists it was said that they
were turned into beautiful flowers. Again, in Rev.
viii, 3, we have an allusion to this incense, made of
prayer, being burned in heaven—*“And there was given
unto him much incense, that he should offer it with the
prayers of all saints.”” Now the poem can be better
understood. The Blessed Damozel thinks that her old
prayers, that is to say, the prayers that she made on
earth, together with those of her lover, are in heaven
in the shape of incense. As long as prayer is not
granted, it remains incense; when granted it becomes

[28]
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The soul whose likeness with thy soul
Was but its love for thee?)

It is the lover who now speaks, commenting upon
the imagined words of the beloved in heaven. Endless
unity here has a double meaning, signifying at once
the mystical union of the soul with God, and the re-
union forever of lovers separated by death. The lover
doubts whether he can be found worthy to enter heaven,
because his only likeness to the beloved was in his love
for her; that is to say, his merit was not so much in
being good as in loving good in another.

“We two,” she said, ‘“will seek the groves
Where the lady Mary is,

With her fine handmaidens, whose names
Are five sweet symphonies,

Cecily, Gertrude, Magdalen,
Margaret, and Rosalys.

Notice the medieval method of speaking of the
mother of God as “the lady Mary”; such would have
been the form of address for a princess or queen in
those times. So King Arthur’s wife, in the old ro-
mance, is called the lady Guinevere. Symphonies here
has only the simplest meaning of a sweet sound, not of
a combination of sounds; but the use of the word never-
theless implies to a delicate ear that the five names make
harmony with each other. They are names of saints,
but also favourite names given to daughters of great
families as Christian names. The picture is simply
that of the lady of a great castle, surrounded by her
waiting women, engaged in weaving and sewing.
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“He shall fear, haply, and be dumb:
Then will I lay my cheek

To his, and tell about our love,
Not once abashed or weak:

And the dear Mother will approve
My pride, and let me speak.

“Herself shall bring us, hand in hand,
To Him round whom all souls

Kneel, the clear-ranged unnumbered heads
Bowed with their aureoles:

And angels meeting us shall sing
To their citherns and citoles.

“There will I ask of Christ the Lord
Thus much for him and me:—

Only to live as once on earth
With Love, only to be,

As then awhile, forever now
Together, I and he.”

The Damozel’s idea is that her lover will be ashamed
and afraid to speak to the mother of God when he is
introduced to her; but she will not be afraid to say how
much she loves her lover, and she will cause the lady
Mary to bring them both into the presence of God him-
self, identified here rather with the Son than with the

Citherns and citoles. Both words are de-

rived from the Latin cithara, a harp, and both refer
to long obsolete kinds of stringed instruments used dur-
ing the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries.

She gazed and listened and then said,
Less sad of speech than mild,—
“All this is when he comes.” She ceased.
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feminine form : but afterwards the form damoselle came
into use, signifving a voung lady in the corresponding
capacity. Thus Rossetti in choosing the old English
form damozel selected perhaps the only possible word
which could exactly express the position of the Damo-
zel in heaven, as well as the medizval conception of that
heaven. Our English word “damsel.” so common in the
Bible, is a much later form than damozel. There was,
however, a Middle English form spelled almost like the
form used by Rossetti, except that there was an “s” in-
stead of a “z.”

Now vou will better see the meaning of Rossetti’s
mysticism. When vou make religion love, without
ceasing to be religious, and make love religion, without
ceasing to be human and sensuous, in the good sense
of the word, then yvou have made a form of mysticiem.
The blending in Rossetti is very remarkable, and has
made this particular poem the most famous thing which
he wrote. We have here a picture of heaven, with all
its mysteries and splendours, suspended over an ocean
of ether, through which souls are passing like an up-
ward showering of fire: and all this is spiritual enough.
But the Damozel, with her vellow hair, and her bosom
making warm what she leans uponm, is very human;
and her thoughts are not of the immaterial kind. The
suggestions about bathing together, about embracing,
cheek against cheek, and about being able to love in
heaven as on earth, have all the delightful innocence
of the Middle Ages. when the soul was thought of only
as another body of finer substance. Now it is alto-
gether the human warmth of the poem that makes its
intense attraction. Rarely to-day can any Western
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How shall my soul stand rapt and awed,
When, by the new birth borne abroad
Throughout the music of the suns,

It enters in her soul at once
And knows the silence there for God!

Here is the very highest form of mystical love; for
love is identified with God, and the reunion in heaven
is a blending, not with a mere fellow soul, but with the
Supreme Being. By “silence” here you must under-
stand rest, heavenly peace. The closing stanza of the
poem contains one of the most beautiful images of com-
parison ever made in any language.

Here with her face doth memory sit
Meanwhile, and wait the day’s decline,

Till other eyes shall look from it,

Eyes of the spirit’s Palestine,

Even than the old gaze tenderer:

While hopes and aims long lost with her
Stand round her image side by side,
Like tombs of pilgrims that have died

About the Holy Sepulchre.

What the poet means is this: “Now I sit, remember-
ing the past, and look at her face in the picture, as
long as the light of day remains. Presently, with twi-
light the stars will shine out like eyes in heaven—heaven
which is my Holy Land, because she is there. Those
stars will then seem to me even as her eyes, but more
beautiful, more loving than the living eves. The hopes
and the projects which I used to entertain for her sake,
and which died when she died—they come back to mind,
but like the graves ranged around the grave of Christ
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So far the poem is so simple that no one could expect
anything very beautiful in the sequence. We only have
a conversation between a pilgrim from the Holy Land,
returned to his native country (probably medisval
France), and a peasant or yeoman belonging to the es-
tate of a certain Queen. We may suspect, however,
from the conversation, that the pilgrim is a knight or
noble, and probably has been a crusader. He sees that
the country has been ravaged by some merciless enemy ;
and the peasant tells him that it was Duke Luke. The
peasant’s house is burning; he himself is hiding in ter-
ror of his life. But the pilgrim is not afraid, and
goes to see the Queen in spite of all warning. One can
imagine very well that the purpose of the Duke in thus
making war upon a woman was to force a marriage as
well as to acquire territory. Now it was the duty of a
true knight to help any woman unjustly oppressed or
attacked ; therefore the pilgrim’s wish to see the Queen
is prompted by this sense of duty. Hereafter the poem
has an entirely different tone.

The Queen sat idle by her loom:
She heard the arras stir,
And looked up sadly: through the room
The sweetness sickened her
Of musk and myrrh.

Her women, standing two and two,
In silence combed the fleece.
The Pilgrim said, “Peace be with you,
Lady”; and bent his knees.
She answered, “Peace.”

[88]






Pre-Raphaelite and Other Poets

“Lady,” he said, “your lands lie burnt
And waste: to meet your foe
All fear: this I have seen and learnt.
Say that it shall be so,
And I will go.”

She gazed at him. “Your cause is just,
For I have heard the same:”
He said: ‘““God’s strength shall be my trust.
Fall it to good or grame,
"Tis in His name.”

“Sir, you are thanked. My cause is dead.
Why should you toil to break
A grave, and fall therein?” she said.
He did not pause but spake:
“For my vow’s sake.”

““Can such vows be, Sir—to God’s ear,
Not to God’s will?” “My vow
Remains: God heard me there as here,”
He said, with reverent brow,
“Both then and now.”

They gazed together, he and she,
The minute while he spoke;
And when he ceased, she suddenly
Looked round upon her folk
As though she woke.

“Fight, Sir,” she said; “my prayers in pain
Shall be your fellowship.”
He whispered one among her train,—
“To-morrow bid her keep
This staff and scrip.”
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generously that he may choose any design that he
pleases. He returns the courtesy very beautifully by
painting the Queen’s face on the shield upon a back-
ground of gold, and kissing the image. By “space”
here must be understood a quarter, or compartment,
of the shield, according to the rules of heraldry.

Born of the day that died, that eve
Now dying sank to rest;
As he, in likewise taking leave,
Once with a heaving breast
Looked to the west.

And there the sunset skies unseal’d,
Like lands he never knew,
Beyond to-morrow’s battle-field
Lay open out of view
To ride into.

Here we have the suggestion of emotions known to us
all, when looking into a beautiful sunset sky in which
there appeared to be landscapes of gold and purple and
other wonderful colours, like some glimpse of a heavenly
world. Notice the double suggestion of this verse.
The knight, having bidden the Queen good-bye, is riding
home, looking, as he rides, into the sunset and over the
same plain where he must fight to-morrow. Looking,
he sees such landscapes—strangely beautiful, more
beautiful than anything in the real world. Then he
thinks that heaven might be like that. At the same time
he has a premonition that he is going to be killed the
next day, and this thought comes to him: “Perhaps I
shall ride into that heaven to-morrow.”
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By Father is here meant God—probably in the per-
son of Christ. To incline the ear means to listen.
When this expression is used of God it always means
listening to prayer. In the second line angel has the
double signification of spirit and messenger, but espe-
cially the latter. Why is the expression “at last” used
here? It was the custom when making special prayer
both to remain without sleep, which was called “keeping
vigil” or watch, and to remain without food, or “to
fast.” The evening has come and the women have not
eaten anything all day. At first they were too anxious
to feel hungry, but at last as the night advances, they
become too- weak.

““Oh, what is the light that shines so red ?
"Tis long since the sun set”;
Quoth the youngest to the eldest maid:
“’Twas dim but now, and yet
The light is great.”

Quoth the other: “’Tis our sight is dazed
That we see flame i’ the air.”
But the Queen held her brows and gazed,
And said, “It is the glare
Of torches there.”

Held her brows—that is, put her hand above her eyes
80 as to see better by keeping off the light in the room.
There is a very nice suggestion here; the Queen hears
and sees better than the young girls, not simply because
she has finer senses, or because she has more to fear by
the loss of her kingdom. It is the intensification of the
senses caused by love that makes her see and hear so

well.
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foot carrying something. The Queen wants to know
what it is. It is covered with leaves and branches so
that she cannot see it.

“Oh what do ye bring out of the fight,
Thus hid beneath these boughs?”
“Thy conquering guest returns to-night,
And yet shall not carouse,

Queen, in thy house.”

After a victory there was always in those days a
great feast of wine-drinking, or carousal. To carouse
means to take part in such noisy festivity. When the
Qucen puts her question, she is kindly but grimly an-
swered, so that she knows the dead body of her knight
must be under the branches. But being a true woman
and lover, her love conquers her fear and pain; she
must see him again, no matter how horribly his body
may have been wounded.

“Uncover ye his face,” she said.
“O changed in little space!”
She cried, “O pale that was so red!
O God, O God of grace!

Cover his face!

His sword was broken in his hand
Where he had kissed the blade.
“QO soft steel that could not withstand!
O my hard heart unstayed,
That prayed and prayed!”

Why docs she call her heart hard? Because she nat-
urally reproaches herself with his death. Usnstayed
means uncomforted, unsupported. There is a sugges-
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“For his sake, lady, if he died,
He prayed of thee to keep
This staff and scrip.”

That night they hung above her bed,
Till morning wet with tears.
Year after year above her head
Her bed his token wears,
Five years, ten years.

That night the passion of her grief
Shook them as there they hung
Each year the wind that shed the leaf
Shook them and in its tongue
A message flung.

We must suppose the Queen’s bed to have been one
of the great beds used in the Middle Ages and long
afterwards, with four great pillars supporting a kind of
little roof or ceiling above it, and also supporting cur-
tains, which would be drawn around the bed at night.
The staff and scrip and the token would have been hung
to the ceiling, or as the French call it ciel, of the bed;
and therefore they might be shaken by a passion of
grief—because a woman sobbing in the bed would shake
the bed, and therefore anything hung to the awning
above it.

And once she woke with a clear mind
That letters writ to calm
Her soul lay in the scrip; to find
Only a torpid balm
And dust of palm.

Sometimes when we are very unhappy, we dream that
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In that age it was the custom when a knight died
to carve an image of him, lying asleep in his armour,
and this image was laid upon his long tomb. When
his wife died, or the lady to whom he had been pledged,
she was represented as lying beside him, with her hands
joined, as if in prayer. You will see plenty of these
figures upon old tombs in England. Usually a noble-
man was not buried in the main body of a large church,
but in a chapel—which is a kind of little side-church,
opening into the great church. Such is the case in
many cathedrals; and some cathedrals, like Westmin-
ster, have many chapels used as places of burial and
places of worship. On the altar in these little chapels
special services are performed for the souls of the dead
buried in the chapel. It is not uncommon to see, in
such a chapel, some relics of the dead suspended to the
wall, such as a shield or a flag. In this poem, by the
Queen’s own wish, the staff and scrip of the dead knight
are hung on the wall above her tomb, where they are
sometimes shaken by the wind.

Stand up to-day, still armed, with her,
Good knight, before His brow

Who then as now was here and there,
Who bad in mind thy vow

Then even as now.

The lists are set in Heaven to-day,
The bright pavilions shine;
Fair hangs thy shield, and none gainsay;
The trumpets sound in sign
That she is thine.
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While we are discussing the ballads and shorter nar-
rative poems, let us now consider Rossetti simply as a
story-teller, and see how wonderful he is in some of those
lighter productions in which he brought the art of the
refrain to a perfection which nobody else, except per-
haps Swinburne, has equalled. Among the ballads
there is but one, “Stratton Water,” conceived al-
together after the old English fashion; and this has no
refrain. I do not know that any higher praise can be
given to it than the simple statement that it is a perfect
imitation of the old ballad—at least so far as a perfect
imitation is possible in the nineteenth century. Should
there be any criticism allowable, it could be only this,
that the tenderness and pathos are somewhat deeper,
and somewhat less rough in utterance, than we expect
in a ballad of the fourteenth or fifteenth century. Yet
there is no stanza in it for which some parallel might
not be found in ballads of the old time. It is nothing
more than the story of a country girl seduced by a
nobleman, who nevertheless has no intention of being
cruel or unfaithful. Just as she is about to drown her-
self, or rather to let herself be drowned, he rescues her
from the danger, marries her in haste to save appear-
ances, and makes her his wife. There is nothing more
of narrative, and no narrative could be more simple.
But as the great pains and great joys of life are really
in simple things, the simplest is capable of almost in-
finite expansion when handled by a true artist. Cer-
tainly in English poetry there is no ballad more beau-
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of lives, and the fear born of them weighed upon men’s
minds like a nightmare.

This superstition in its simplest form was that if
you wished to kill a hated person, it was only necessary
to make a small statue or image of that person in wax,
or some other soft material, and to place the image be-
fore a fire, after having repeated certain formulas. As
the wax began to melt before the fire, the person repre-
sented by the image would become sick and grow weaker
and weaker, until with the complete melting of the
image, he would die. Sometimes when the image was
made of material other than wax, it was differently
treated. Also it was a custom to stick needles into such
images, for the purpose of injuring rather than of
killing. By putting the needles into the place of the
eyes, for example, the person would be made blind; or
by putting them into the place of the ears, he might be
rendered deaf. A needle stuck into the place of the
heart would cause death, slow or quick according to the
slowness with which the needle was forced in.

But there were many penalties attaching to the exer-
cise of such magic. People convicted of having prac-
tised it were burned alive by law. However, burning
alive was not the worst consequence of the practice,
according to general belief ; for the church taught that
such a crime was unpardonable, and that all guilty of
it must go to hell for all eternity. You might destroy
your enemy by magic, but only at the cost of your
own soul. A soul for a life. And you must know
that the persons who did such things believed the magic
was real, believed they were killing, and believed they
were condemned to lose their souls in consequence. Can
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red, lust, evil passion of any sort? He only sees that
his sister has made a kind of wax-doll, and he thinks
that it is a pretty doll, and would like to play with it.
But his sister, instead of giving him the doll, begins to
melt it before the fire, and he cannot understand why.

One more preliminary observation. What is the
meaning of the refrain? This refrain, in italics, always
represents the secret thought of the girl, what she can-
not say to the little brother, but what she thinks and
suffers. The references to Mary refer to the Virgin
Mary of course, but with the special medizval sense.
God would not forgive certain sins; but, during the
Middle Ages at least, the Virgin Mary, the mother of
God, was a refuge even for the despairing magician or
witch. We could not expect one practising witchcraft
to call upon the name of Christ. But the same per-
son, in moments of intense pain, might very naturally
ejaculate the name of Mary. And now we can begin
the poem.

SISTER HELEN

“Why did you melt your waxen man,
Sister Helen?
To-day is the third since you began.”
“The time was long, yet the time ran,
Little brother.”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Three days to-day, between Hell and Heaven!)

“But if you have done your work aright,
Sister Helen,
You'll let me play, for you said I might.”
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“Here high up in the balcony,
Sister Helen,
The moon flies face to face with me.”
“Aye, look and say whatever you see,
Little brother.”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
What sight to-night, between Hell and Heaven®)

“Outside, it’s merry in the wind’s wake,
Sister Helen;
In the shaken trees the chill stars shake.”
“Hush, heard you a horse-tread as you spake,
Little brother?”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
What sound to-night, between Hell and Heaven?)

“I hear a horse-tread, and I see,
Sister Helen,
Three horsemen that ride terribly.”
“Little brother, whence come the three,
Little brother?”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Whence should they come, between Hell and Heaven?)

In this last stanza the repetition of the words “little
brother” indicates intense eagerness. The girl has
been expecting that the result of her enchantments
would force the relatives of her victim to come and beg
for mercy. The child’s words therefore bring to her
a shock of excitement.

“They come by the hill-verge from Boyne Bar,
Sister Helen,
And one draws nigh, but two are afar.”
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“And he and thou, and thou and I,
Little brother.”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
And they and we, between Hell and Heaven!)

“Three days ago, on his marriage-morn,
Sister Helen,
He sickened, and lies since then forlorn.”
“For bridegroom’s side is the bride a thorn,
Little brother?”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Cold bridal cheer, between Hell and Heaven!)

We now can surmise the story from the girl’s own
lips. There are wrongs that a woman cannot forgive,
unless she is of very weak character indeed. But this
woman is no weakling ; she can kill, and laugh while kill-
ing, because she is a daughter of warriors, and has been
cruelly injured. Notice the bitter mockery of every
word she utters, especially the exulting reference to the
unhappy bride. We imagine that she might be sorry
for killing a man whom she once loved; but we may be
perfectly sure that she will feel no pity for the woman
that he married.

“Three days and nights he has lain abed,
Sister Helen,
And he prays in torment to be dead.”
“The thing may chance, if he have prayed,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
If he have prayed, between Hell and Heaven!)

“But he has not ceased to cry to-day,
Sister Helen,
That you should take your curse away.”
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“Oh, he says that Keith of Ewern’s cry,
Sister Helen,
Is ever to see you ere he die.”
“In all that his soul sees, there am I,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
The soul’s one sight, between Hell and Heaven!)

“He sends a ring and a broken coin,
Sister Helen,
And bids you mind the banks of Boyne.”
“What else he broke will he ever join,
Little brother?”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
No, never joined, between Hell and Heaven!)

It was a custom, and in some parts of England still is

a custom, for lovers not only to give each other rings,
but also to divide something between them—such as a
coin or a ring, for pledge and remembrance. Some-
times a ring would be cut in two, and each person would
keep one-half. Sometimes a thin coin, gold or silver
money, was broken into halves and each of the lovers
would wear one-half round the neck fastened to a string.
Such pledges would be always recognised, and were
only to be sent back in time of terrible danger—in a
matter of life and death. There are many references
to this custom in the old ballads.

“He yields you these, and craves full fain,
Sister Helen,

You pardon him in his mortal pain.”

“What else he took will he give again,
Little brother?”
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destroy the soul as well as the body, but on the condi-
tion of guffering the same loss herself. Yet how can
this be? It could happen thus:.if the dying man could
make a confession before he dies, and sincerely repent of
his sin before a priest, his soul might be saved; but
while he remains in the agony of suffering caused by
the enchantment, he cannot repent. Not to repent
means to go to Hell for ever and ever. If the woman
would forgive him, withdrawing the curse and pain for
one instant, all might be well. But she answers, “Fire
shall forgive me as I forgive”—she means, “The fire of
Hell shall sooner forgive me when I go to Hell, than I
shall forgive him in this world.” There will be other
references to this horrible belief later on. It was very
common in the Middle Ages.

“Oh he prays you, as his heart would rive,
Sister Helen,
To save his dear son’s soul alive.”
“Fire cannot slay it, it shall thrive,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Alas, alas, between Hell and Heaven!)

Rive is seldom used now in prose, though we have
“riven” very often. To rive is to tear. The last line
of this stanza is savage, for it refers to the belief that
the black fire of Hell preserves the body of the damned
person instead of consuming it.

“He cries to you, kneeling in the road,
Sister Helen,
To go with him for the love of God!”
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“One morn for pride, and three days for woe,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Three days, three nights, between Hell and Heaven!)

“Her clasped hands stretch from her bending head,
Sister Helen;
With the loud wind’s wail her sobs are wed.”
“What wedding-strains hath her bridal bed,
Little brother?”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
What strain but death’s, between Hell and Heaven?)

You must remember that the word “strains™ is
nearly always used in the sense of musical tones, and
that “wedding-strains” means the joyful music played
at a wedding. Thus the ferocity of Helen’s mockery
becomes apparent, for it was upon the bridal night
that the bridegroom was first bewitched ; and from the
moment of his marriage, therefore, he has been scream-
ing in agony.

The climax of hatred is in the next stanza. After
that the tone begins to reverse, and gradually passes
away in the melancholy of eternal despair.

“She may not speak, she sinks in a swoon,
Sister Helen,—
She lifts her lips and gasps on the moon.”
“Oh! might I but hear her soul’s blithe tune,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Her woe’s dumb cry, between Hell and Heaven!)

To “gasp” means to open the mouth in the effort
to get breath, as one does in a fit of hysterics, or in
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“Alas, but I fear the heavy sound,
Sister Helen;
Is it in the sky or in the ground?”
“Say, have they turned their horses round,
Little brother?”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
What would she more, between Hell and Heaven?)

“They have raised the old man from his knee,
Sister Helen,
And they ride in silence hastily.”
“More fast the naked soul doth flee,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
The naked soul, between Hell and Heaven!)

“Flank to flank are the three steeds gone,
Sister Helen,
But the lady’s dark steed goes alone.”
“And lonely her bridegroom’s soul hath flown,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
The lonely ghost, between Hell and Heaven!)

“Oh the wind is sad in the iron chill,
Sister Helen,
And weary sad they look by the hill.”
“But he and I are sadder still,
Little brother!”
(O Mother, Mary Mother,
Most sad of all, between Hell and Heaven!)

“See, see, the wax has dropped from its place,
Sister Helen,
And the flames are winning up apace!”
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the visual faculty. We cannot read it all, nor is this
necessary. A few examples will be sufficient. This
ballad is in distichs, and has a striking refrain. The
story is founded upon historical fact. The son and
heir of the English king Henry I, together with his sis-
ter and many knights and ladies, was drowned on a
voyage from France to England, and it is said that
the king was never again seen to smile after he had
heard the news. Rossetti imagines the story told by
a survivor—a butcher employed on the ship, the lowest
menial on board. Such a man would naturally feel very
differently toward the prince from others of the train,
and would criticise him honestly from the standpoint
of simple morality.

Eighteen years till then he had seen,
And the devil’s dues in him were eighteen.

The peasant thus estimates the ruler who breaks the
common laws of God and man. Nevertheless he is just
in his own way, and can appreciate unselfishness even
in a man whom he hates.

He was a Prince of lust and pride;
He showed no grace till the hour he died.

God only knows where his soul did wake,
But I saw him die for his sister’s sake.

It is a simple mind of this sort that can best tell a
tragical story; and the butcher’s story is about the
most perfect thing imaginable of its kind. Here also
we have one admirable bit of subjective work, the nar-
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well, and the church processions of Corpus Christi
(Body of Christ), the great event of the year for the
poorer classes. Why he remembered such things at
such a time he cannot say; it seemed to him a very
ghostly experience, but not more ghostly than the sight
of the sea and the moon when he rose again.

The ship was gone and the crowd was gone,
And the deep shuddered and the moon shone;

And in a strait grasp my arms did span
The mainyard rent from the mast where it ran;
And on it with me was another man.

Where lands were none ’neath the dim sea-sky,
We told our names, that man and I.

“O I am Godefroy de I’Aigle hight,
And son I am to a belted knight.”

“And I am Berold the butcher’s son,
Who slays the beasts in Rouen town.”

The touch here, fine as it is, is perfectly natural. The
common butcher finds himself not only for the moment
in company with a nobleman, but able to talk to him as
a friend. There is no rank or wealth between sky and
sea—or, as a Japanese proverb says, “There is no king
on the road of death.” The refrain of the ballad utters
the same truth:

Lands are swayed by a King on a throne,
The sea hath no King but God alone.

Both in its realism and in its emotion this ballad is
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—her stiff bodice scooped the sand
Into her bosom.

As long as he lived, he always saw that—the low stiff
front of the girl’s dress with the sand and blood. In
its way this description is quite as terrible as the last
chapter of “Carmen”; and it would be difficult to say
which victim of passion most excites our sympathies.
The other two poems of modern life to which I have
referred are “The Card-Dealer” and “Jenny.” “The
Card-Dealer” represents a singular faculty on the poet’s
part of seeing ordinary facts in their largest relations.
In many European gambling houses of celebrity, the
cards used are dealt—that is, given to the players—by
a beautiful woman, usually a woman not of the virtu-
ous kind. The poet, entering such a place, watches
the game for a time in silence, and utters his artistic
admiration of the beauty of the card-dealer, merely as
he would admire a costly picture or a statue of gold.
Then suddenly comes to him the thought that this
woman, and the silent players, and the game, are but
symbols of eternal fact. The game is no longer to his
eyes a mere game of cards; it is the terrible game of
Life, the struggle for wealth and vain pleasures. The
woman is no longer a woman, but Fate; she plays the
game of Death against Life, and those who play with
her must lose. However, the allusions in this poem
would require for easy understanding considerable fa-
miliarity with the terms of card-play and the names of
the cards. If you know these, I think you will find
this poem a very solemn and beautiful composition.
Much more modern is “Jenny,” a poem which
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still water, must have remarked that the water looks
black as ink underneath. Of course it is not black in
itself ; but the weeds keep out the sun, so that it seems
black because of the shadow. The poet’s comparison
has a terrible exactness here. The mind is compared
to stagnant water covered with water-weeds. Weeds
grow upon water in this way only when there has been
no wind for a long time, and no current. The condi-
tion of a mind that does not think, that dares not
think, is like stagnant water in this way. Memory be-
comes covered up with other things, matters not re-
lating to the past.

Now we can take four stanzas from the scene of the
secret family meeting, after the shame has been con-
fessed and is known. They are very powerful.

“Time crept. Upon a day at length
My kinsfolk sat with me:
That which they asked was bare and plain:
I answered: the whole bitter strain
Was again said, and heard again.

“Fierce Raoul snatched his sword, and turned
The point against my breast.

I bared it, smiling: ‘To the heart

Strike home,’ I said; ‘another dart

Wreaks hourly there a deadlier smart.’

“'Twas then my sire struck down the sword,
And said, with shaken lips:

‘She from whom all of you receive

Your life, so smiled; and I forgive.’

Thus for my mother’s sake, I live.
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Through the long winter the rough wind tears;
With their white garments the hills look wan.
Love on: who cares?
Who cares? Love on!
My mother is dead; God’s patience wears;
It seems my chaplain will not have done!
Love on: who cares?
Who cares? Love on!
The Devil, hobbling up the stairs,
Comes for me with his ugly throng.
Love on: who cares?
Who cares? Love on.

Another remarkable translation from the same drama
is that of the song beginning:

In the time of the civil broils
Our swords are stubborn things.
A fig for all the cities!

A fig for all the kings!

and ending:

Right well we hold our own
With the brand and the iron rod.
A fig for Satan, Burgraves;
Burgraves, a fig for God!

But even more wonderful Rossetti seems when we
back to the old French, as in the translation which has
been called “My Father’s Close.”

Inside my father’s close
(Fly away O my heart away!)
Sweet apple-blossom blows
So sweet.

[108]






CHAPTER II

NOTE UPON ROSSETTI'S PROSE

As we are now studying Rossetti’s poetry in other
hours, you may be interested in some discussion of the
merits of his prose—for this is still, so far as the great
public are concerned, almost an unknown topic. The
best of the painters of his own school, and the most
delicate poet of the Victorian period, Rossetti might
also have become one of the greatest prose writers of
the century if he had seriously turned to prose. But
ill-health and other circumstances prevented him from
doing much in this direction. What he did do, how-
ever, is 80 remarkable that it deserves to be very care-
fully studied. I do not refer to his critical essays.
These are not very remarkable. I refer only to his
stories; and his stories are great because they happen
to have exactly the same kind of merit that distin-
guishes his poetry. They might be compared with the
stories of Poe; and yet they are entirely different, with
the difference distinguishing all Latin prose fiction
from English fiction. But there is certainly no other
story writer, except Poe, with whose work that of Ros-
setti can be at all classed. They are ghostly stories—
one of them a fragment, the other complete. Only two
—and the outline of the third. The fragment is not
less worthy of attention because it happens to be a
[108]
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In conclusion, I may observe that the object of this
little lecture has not been merely to interest you in the
prose of Rossetti, but also to quicken your interest in
the subject of romance in general. Remember that no
matter how learned or how scientific the world may be-
come, romance can never die. No greater mistake could
be made by the Japanese student than that of despising
the romantic element in the literature of his own coun-
try. Recently I have been thinking very often that a
great deal might be done toward the development of
later literature by remodelling and reanimating the ro-
mance of the older centuries. I believe that many
young writers think chiefly about the possibility of
writing something entirely new. This is a great liter-
ary misfortune; for the writing of something entirely
new is scarcely possible for any human being. The
greatest Western writers have not become great by try-
ing to write what is new, but by writing over again in
a much better way, that which is old. Rossetti and
Tennyson and scores of others made the world richer
simply by going back to the literature of a thousand
years ago, and giving it re-birth. Like everything else,
even a good story must die and be re-born hundreds
of times before it shows the highest possibilities of
beauty. All literary history is a story of re-birth—
periods of death and restful forgetfulness alternating
with periods of resurrection and activity. In the do-
main of pure literature nobody need ever be troubled
for want of a subject. He has only to look for some-
thing which has been dead for a very long time, and
to give that body a new soul. In romance it would be
absurd to think about despising a subject, because it is

[120]






CHAPTER III
STUDIES IN SWINBURNE

A coop modern critic has said that the resemblance
between Shelley and Algernon Charles Swinburne is
of so astonishing a kind that it tempts one to believe
that Swinburne is Shelley in a new body, that the soul
of the drowned poet really came back to life again, and
returned to finish at Oxford University the studies in-
terrupted by his expulsion at the beginning of the cen-
tury. The fancy is pretty; and it is supported by a
number of queer analogies. Swinburne, like Shelley, is
well born; like Shelley, he has been from his early days
at Eton a furious radical; like Shelley, he has always
been an enemy of Christianity; and like Shelley, he has
also been an enemy of conventions and prejudices of
every description. At the beginning of the century
Swinburne would certainly have been treated just as
Byron and Shelley were treated, but times are changed
to-day; the public has become more generous and*more
sensible, and critics generally recognise Swinburne as
the greatest verse writer English literature produced.
He will certainly have justice done him after his death,
if not during his life.

If Swinburne were Shelley reborn, we should have to
recognise that he gained a good deal of wisdom'from
the experiences of his former life. He is altogether an
incomparably stronger character than Shelley. He
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What is fire, that its flame should consume her?
More fierce than all fires are her waves:
What is earth, that its gulfs should entomb her?
More deep are her own than their graves.
Life shrinks from his pinions that cover
The darkness by thunders bedinned;
But she knows him, her lord and her lover,
The godhead of wind.

This titanic personification of sea and wind is sublime,
but Swinburne has many other ways of personifying
wind and sea, and sometimes the element of tenderness
and love is not wanting. Sometimes the sea is addressed
as a goddess, but more often she is addressed as a
mother, and some of the most exquisite forms of such
address are found in poems which have, properly speak-
ing, nothing to do with the sea at all. A good example
is in the poem called “The Triumph of Time.” The
words are supposed to be spoken by a person who is
going to drown himself.

O fair green-girdled mother of mine,
Sea, that art clothed with the sun and the rain,
Thy sweet hard kisses are strong like wine,
Thy large embraces are keen like pain.
Save me and hide me with all thy waves,
Find me one grave of thy thousand graves,
Those pure cold populous graves of thine,
Wrought without hand in a world without stain.

We shall also find great wonder and beauty in Swin-
burne’s hymns to the sun, which is also for him, as
for the poets of old, a living god, and which certainly
is, in a scientific sense, the lord of all life within this
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Fair father of all
In thy ways that have trod,
That have risen at thy call,
That have thrilled at thy nod,
Arise, shine, lighten upon me, O sun that we see to
be God.

Be praised and adored of us
All in accord,
Father and lord of us
Always adored,
The slayer and the stayer and the harper, the light
of us all and our lord.

Swinburne has no equal in enthusiastic celebration of
the beauties of sky and sea and wood, of light and
clouds and waters, of sound and perfume and blossom-
ing. Indeed, one of his particular characteristics, a
characteristic very seldom found in English master-
pieces, though common in the best French work, is his
art for describing odours—the smell of morning and
evening, scents of the seasons, scents also of life. We
shall have many opportunities to notice this character-
istic of Swinburne, even in his descriptions of human
beauty. What the French call the parfum de jeunesse
or odour of youth, the pleasant smell of young bodies,
the perfume that we notice, for example, in the hair of
a healthy child, is something which English writers very
seldom venture to treat of ; but Swinburne has treated
it quite as delicately at times as a French poet could do,
though sometimes a little extravagantly. You must
think of him as one whom no quality of beauty escapes,
[140]
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turn; and though I cannot quote all of what they said,
I can quote enough to illustrate the magnificence of the
work. Each verse is a portrait in words, uttered by the
subject.

CLEOPATRA

I am the queen of Ethiope.

Love bade my kissing eyelids ope
That men beholding might praise love.

My hair was wonderful and curled;

My lips held fast the mouth o’ the world
To spoil the strength and speech thereof.

The latter triumph in my breath

Bowed down the beaten brows of death,
Ashamed they had not wrath enough.

AHOLAH

I am the queen of Amalek.

There was no tender touch or fleck
To spoil my body or bared feet.

My words were soft like dulcimers,

And the first sweet of grape-flowers
Made each side of my bosom sweet.

My raiment was as tender fruit

Whose rind smells sweet of spice-tree root,
Bruised balm-blossom and budded wheat.

SEMIRAMIS

I am the queen Semiramis.
The whole world and the sea that is
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Clothed around with the world’s desire as with raiment and
fair as the foam,

And fleeter than kindled fire, and a goddess and mother of
Rome.

For thine came pale and a maiden, and sister to sorrow;
but ours,

Her deep hair heavily laden with odour and colour of
flowers,

White rose of the rose-white water, a silver splendour, a
flame,

Bent down unto us that besought her, and earth grew sweet
with her name.

For thine came weeping, a slave among slaves, and rejected ;
but she

Came flushed from the full-flushed wave, and imperial, her
foot on the sea.

And the wonderful waters knew her, the winds and the
viewless ways,

And the roses grew rosier, and bluer the sea-blue stream
of the bays.

Ye are fallen, our lords, by what token? we wist that ye
should not fall.

Ye were all so fair that are broken; and one more fair than
ye all.

Why, by what power, for what reason, should the old
gods have passed away? Even if one could not believe
in them all, they were too beautiful to pass away and
be broken, as their statues were broken by the early
Christians in the rage of their ignorant and brutal zeal.
The triumph of Christianity meant much more than
the introduction of a new religion; it meant the de-
struction of priceless art and priceless literature, it
signified the victory of barbarism over culture and re-
[158]
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so great that nobody except the Pope of Rome could
forgive it. Then the knight went to the Pope. But
when the Pope heard his confession, the Pope said that
there was no forgiveness possible for such a crime as
that of loving a demon. The Pope had a wooden staff
in his hand, and he said, “Sooner shall this dry stick
burst into blossom than you obtain God's pardon for
such a sin.” Then the knight, sorrowing greatly. went
back to the mountain and to Venus. After he had
gone, the Pope was astonished to see that the dry staff
was covered with beautiful flowers and leaves that had
suddenly grown out of it, as a sign that God was more
merciful than his priests. At this the Pope became
sorry and afraid, and he sent out messengers to look
for the knight. But no man ever saw him again, for
Venus kept him hidden in her palace under the moun-
tain. Swinburne found his version of the story in a
quaint French book published in 1530. He represents,
not the incidents of the story itself, but only the feel-
ings of the knight after his return from Rome. There
is no more hope for him. His only consolation is his
love and worship for her; but this love and worship is
mingled with fear of hell and regret for his condition.
Into the poem Swinburne has put the whole spirit of
revolt of which he and the Pre-Raphaelite school were
exponents.- A few verses will show you the tone. The
knight praises Venus:

Lo, this is she that was the world’s delight;

The old grey years were parcels of her might;
The strewings of the ways wherein she trod

Were the twain seasons of the day and night.
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When thy gardens were lit with live torches;
When the world was a steed for thy rein;

When the nations lay prone in thy porches,
Our Lady of Pain.

When with flame all around him aspirant,

_ Stood flushed, as a harp-player stands,

The implacable beautiful tyrant,
Rose-crowned, having death in his hands;

And a sound as the sound of loud water
Smote far through the flight of the fires,

And mixed with the lightning of slaughter
A thunder of lyres.

The reference here in the third, fourth, and fifth lines
of the first of the above stanzas is to the torture of the
Christians by Nero in the amphitheatre. By “limbs
too delicious for death” the poet refers to the torture
of young girls. The “live torches” refers to Nero’s
cruelty in having hundreds of Christians wrapped about
with combustible material, tied to lofty poles, and set
on fire, to serve as torches during a great festival which
he gave in the gardens of his palace. The second stanza
represents him as the destroyer of Rome. It is said
that he secretly had the city set on fire in a dozen dif-
ferent places, in order that he might be thereby enabled
to imagine the scene of the burning of Troy, as de-
scribed by Homer. He wanted to write a poem about
it; and it is said that while the city was burning, he
watchea it from a high place, at the same time compos-
ing and singing a poem on the spectacle. The “flight
of fires” refers of course to the spreading of fire
through Rome. The “lightning of slaughter” means
[170]
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All the bright lights of heaven
I will make dark over thee;

One night shall be as seven
That its skirts may cover thee;

I will send on thy strong men a sword,
On thy remnant a rod:

Ye shall know that I am the Lord,
Saith the Lord God.

And the people answer:

All the bright lights of heaven
Thou hast made dark over us;
One night has been as seven,
That its skirt might cover us;
Thou hast sent on our strong men a sword,
On our remnant a rod;
We know that thou art the Lord,
O Lord our God.

But this submission is not enough ; for the Lord replies:

As the tresses and wings of the wind
Are scattered and shaken,

I will scatter all them that have sinned,
There shall none be taken;

As a sower that scattereth seed,
So will I scatter them;

As one breaketh and shattereth a reed,
I will break and shatter them.

The antiphone is:

As the wings and the locks of the wind
Are scattered and shaken,

Thou hast scattered all them that have sinned;
There was no man taken;
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Our gold is turned to a token,
Our staff to a rod;

Yet shalt thou bind them up that were broken,
O Lord our God.

Here the substitution of these much simpler words gives
nearly as fine an effect of sound and a grander effect of
sense because of the grim power of the words themselves.

Besides studies in Biblical English, the poet has made
a number of studies in the Old Anglo-Saxon poets, most
of whom were religious men who liked sad and terrible
subjects. In the poem entitled “After Death” we have
an example of this Anglo-Saxon feeling combined with
the plain strength of a later form of language, chiefly
Middle English, with here and there a very quaint use
of grammar. It was common in Anglo-Saxon poetry
to depict the horrors of the grave. Here we have a
dead man talking to his own coffin, and the coffin an-
swers him horribly:

The four boards of the coffin lid
Heard all the dead man did.

“I had fair coins red and white,
And my name was as great light;

“I had fair clothes green and red,
And strong gold bound round my head.

“But no meat comes in my mouth,
Now I fare as the worm doth;

“And no gold binds in my hair,
Now I fare as the blind fare.
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“Your man has gotten both ring and glove,
Wrought well for eyes to love.”

The dead man answered thus:
“What good gift shall God give us?”

The boards answered anon:
“Flesh to feed hell’s worm upon.”

I doubt very much whether a more terrible effect could
be produced by any change of language. The poem is
an excellent illustration of the force of the Old English,
without admixture of any sort. Do not think that this
is simple and easy work; perhaps no other living man
could have done it equally well. It is not only in these
simple forms, however, that Swinburne shows us the
results of his Old English studies. Two of the most
celebrated among his early pocms, “The Triumph of
Time” and the poem on the swallow, “Itylus,” are imi-
tations of very old forms of English verse, though the
language is luxurious and new. I have already given
you a quotation from the former poem, describing the
poet’s love of the sea. I now cite a single stanza of
“Itylus.”

Swallow, my sister, O sister swallow,
How can thine heart be full of the spring?
A thousand summers are over and dead.
What hast thou found in the spring to follow?
What hast thou found in thine heart to sing?
What wilt thou do when the summer is shed?

Probably Swinburne found this measure in early Middle
English poetry; it was used by the old poet Hampole in
his “Prick of Conscience.” After it had been forgotten
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Ay, but we that the wind and sea gird round with shelter
of storms and waves,

Know not him that ye worship, grim as dreams that quicken
from dead men’s graves:

God is one with the sea, the sun, the land that nursed us,
the love that saves.

Love whose heart is in ours, and part of all things noble
and all things fair;

Sweet and free as the circling sea, sublime and kind as the
fostering air;

Pure of shame as is England’s name, whose crowns to come
are as crowns that were.

Now we have, quite easily, a change in the measure.
We have sixteen syllables still, but the whole music is
changed.

But the Lord of darkness, the God whose love is a flaming
fire,

The master whose mercy fulfils wide hell till its torturers
tire,

He shall surely have heed of his servants who serve him
for love, not hire.

The double rhymes arc not used here. Later on, after
the English victory and the storm, they are used again,
for the purpose of additional force. The address is to
the Spaniards and to their gods.

Lords of night, who would breathe your blight on April’s
morning and August’s noon,

God your Lord, the condemned, the abhorred, sinks hell-
ward, smitten with deathlike swoon,

Death’s own dart in his hateful heart now thrills, and night
shall receive him so0n.
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God the Devil, thy reign of revel is here forever eclipsed
and fled;

God the Liar, everlasting fire lays hold at last on thee, hand
and head.

Page after page of constantly varying measures of this
kind will be found in the poem—a poem which notwith-
standing its strong violence at times, represents the
power of the verse-maker better than almost any other
single piece in the work of his later years.

From what extracts we have already made, I think
you will see enough of the value and beauty of Swin-
burne’s diction to take in it such interest as it really
deserves. We might continue the study of this author
for a much longer time. But the year is waning, the
third term, which is very short, will soon be upon us;
and I wish to turn with you next week to the study of
Browning.

[179]



CHAPTER IV
STUDIES IN BROWNING

Roserr BrowNING very much reminds us in some re-
spects of the American thinker, Emerson. The main
doctrine of Emerson is Individualism; and this happens
also to be the main doctrine of Browning. By Indi-
vidualism, Emerson and Browning mean self-cultivation.
Both thought that the highest possible duty of every
man was to develop the best powers of his mind and
body to the utmost possible degree. Make yourself
strong—that is the teaching. You are only a man,
not a god; therefore it is very likely that you will do
many things which are very wrong or very foolish.
But whatever you do, even if it be wrong, do it well—
do it with all your strength. Even a strong sin may
be better than a cowardly virtue. Weakness is of all
things the worst. When we do wrong, experience soon
teaches us our mistake. And the stronger the mistake
has been, the more quickly will the experience come
which corrects and purifies. Now you understand what
I mean by Individualism—the cultivation by untiring
exercise of all our best faculties, and especially of the
force and courage to act.

This Individualism in Emerson was founded upon a
vague Unitarian pantheism. The same fact is true of
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With no mind to eat it, that’s the worst!

Were it thrown in the road, would the case assist?
'Twas quenching a dozen blue-flies’ thirst

When I gave its stalk a twist.

And I,—what I seem to my friend, you see:
What I soon shall seem to his love, you guess:
What I seem to myself, do you ask of me?
No hero, I confess.

'Tis an awkward thing to play with souls,
And matter enough to save one’s own:

Yet think of my friend, and the burning coals
He played with for bits of stone!

One likes to show the truth for the truth;
That the woman was light is very true:

But suppose she says,—Never mind that youth!
What wrong have I done to you?

Well, anyhow, here the story stays,
So far at least as I understand;

And, Robert Browning, you writer of plays,
Here’s a subject made to your hand!

Now let us see how much there is to study in this simple-
seeming poem. It will give us an easy and an excellent
example of the way in which Browning must be read;
and it will require at least an hour’s chat to explain
properly. For, really, Browning never writes simply.
Here we have a monologue. It is uttered to the poet
by a young man with whom he has been passing an
hour in conversation. We can guess from the story
something about the young man; we can almost see
[186]
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“Make me a face on the window there,
Waiting as ever, mute the while,
My love pass below in the square!

“And let me think that it may beguile
Dreary days which the dead must spend
Down in their darkness under the aisle,

“To say, ‘What matters it at the end?
I did no more while my heart was warm
Than does that image, my pale-faced friend.””

She thinks to console herself a moment by saying,
“What is life worth? When I was young and beauti-
ful and impulsive, I did no more harm or good, no more
right or wrong, than the bust that resembles me. It
is a comfort to think that I did nothing wrong.”” But
is that enough?

“Where is the use of the lip’s red charm,
The heaven of hair, the pride of the brow,
And the blood that blues the inside arm—

“Unless we turn, as the soul knows how,
The earthly gift to an end divine?
A lady of clay is as good, I trow.”

Somehow or other she feels that it is no consolation not
to have done wrong. She wonders what was the use
of being so beautiful, if she could not make use of that
beauty. ‘The bust itself lived just as much as she did.
And all this is true; but she is nearer to living than
the duke. What does he say?

“Set me on horseback here aloft,
Alive, as the crafty sculptor can,
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He condemns them. Why? Because they did not do
anything. Anything? You do not mean to say that
they ought to have committed adultery?

I hear you reproach—*“But delay was best,
" For their end was a crime.” —Oh, a crime will do
As well, I reply, to-serve for a test,

As a virtue golden through and through,
Sufficient to vindicate itself
And prove its worth at a moment’s view!

Must a game be played for the sake of pelf?
The true has no value beyond the sham:

As well the counter as coin, I submit,

When your table’s a hat, and your prize, a dram.

Stake your counter as boldly every whit,
Venture as warily, use the same skill,
Do your best, whether winning or losing it,

If you choose to play!—is my principle.
Let a man contend to the uttermost
For his life’s set prize, be it what it will!

The counter our lovers staked was lost
As surely as if it were lawful coin;
And the sin I impute to each frustrate ghost

Is the unlit lamp and the ungirt loin,
Though the end in sight was a vice, I say.

In order to understand the full force of this strange
ethical philosophy, you must remember that the word
“counter” is here a gambling term; it is used for the
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about God—God being figured in the savage mind, of
course, as only a much stronger and larger kind of

In all his poems, as I said, Browning is essentially
dramatic. Quite rightly has he grouped several collec-
tions of short poems under titles which suggest this
fact, such as “Dramatic Idyls,” “Dramatis Persons,”
“Men and Women.” Sometimes the poet himself is the
only speaker and actor, giving us his own particular
feelings of the moment: but in the most noteworthy
cases of this kind he is talking, not to the reader, but
to ghosts. For instance, “Parleyvings with Certain
People of Importance in Their Day,” are imaginary
conversations which Browning holds with the ghosts
of men long dead—writers, philosophers, statesmen,
priests. It is in this collection that you will find the
remarkable verses on the great poem of Smart. which
revived Smart’s work for modern readers after a hun-
dred vears of oblivion. I cannot find time to tell you
about the other personages of these imaginary conver-
sations ; but I may mention that Mandeville is the sub-
Jject of a special conversation, and that you will find the
whole germ of Mandeville’s philosophy in this composi-
tion. But let us turn to some consideration of Brown-
ing’s work in the true dramatic form—in plays, trage-
dies or comedies, and in translations of plays from the
Greek.

It would require several lectures to give a summary
of Browning’s plays; and they do not always represent
his best genius. For it is a curious fact that this man
who, as a simple poet, was the greatest of English
dramatists after Shakespeare, was rarely quite success-
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translator. In this connection I may mention a queer
fact. Morris, who claimed to have Norse blood in
his own veins, became so absorbed by the Norse sub-
Jects that his character seems to have been changed in
later life. He became stark and grim like the old
Vikings, even to his friends. But if he offended in this
wise, he certainly made up for the fault by that tre-
mendous energy which he appeared to absorb from the
same source. No man ever worked harder for romantic
literature and romantic art, and few men have made’
80 deep an impression upon the ssthetic sentiments
of the English public.
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her husband returns, and now we leave Meredith to
moralise the situation. I think that you will find it
both new and interesting.

Thundered then her lord of thunders;
Burst the door, and flashing sword,
Loud disgorged the woman’s title:
Condemnation in one word.

Grand by righteous wrath transfigured,
Towers the husband who provides

In his person judge and witness,
Death’s black doorkeeper besides!

How though he hath squandered Honour!
High of Honour let him scold:

Gilding of the man’s possession,

"Tis the woman’s coin of gold.

She, inheriting from many

Bleeding mothers bleeding sense,

Feels 'twixt her and sharp-fanged nature
Honour first did plant the fence.

Nature, that so shrieks for justice;
Honour’s thirst, that blood will slake;
These are women’s riddles, roughly
Mixed to write them saint or snake.

Never nature cherished woman;
She throughout the sexes’ war
Serves as temptress and betrayer,
Favouring man, the muscular.
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Rend her! Pierce her to the hilt!
She is Murder: have her out!
What! this little fist, as big

As the southern summer fig!

She is Madness, none may doubt.
Death, who dares deny her guilt!
Death, who says his blood she spilt!

Each at each, a crouching beast,
Glared, and quivered for the word,
Each at each, and all on that,
Humped and grinning like a cat.
Head bound with its bridal wreath.

Death, who dares deny her guilt!
Death, who says his blood she spilt!
Traitor he who stands between!
Swift to hell, who harms the Queen!
She, the wild, contention’s cause,
Combed her hair with quiet paws.
Make the bed for Attila!

Notice the horror of the effect caused by the use
of certain simple words in these verses. The beautiful
Ildico is no longer spoken of as a woman, but as an
insane animal or a thing. First we notice that “it”
and “its” have been substituted for “she” and “hers”
or “her”; then we have the word “paws,” making a
very horrible impression. The woman is so mad that
she knows nothing of her danger, knows nothing of
what has happened; through some old habit of wom-
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As 7t he wil, she pravs.
Yot will when his distempered desil of Self >—
The glutton for her fruits, the wily df

I shifting exys;—

. That captain of the seormed:
The enveter of Gfe in soul snd shell,
The hoofed and horned ;—

He siaguiarly doomed

To what be excerates and writhes to sham;—

WaEES rmz His PASHID HIW VAPOCR YO THE SCX,
ASD SCY EEICNED.

Here we might well imagine that we were Listening to
s Buddhist, not to an English poet. for the thought
is altogether the thoaght of an Oriental philosopher,
though it happens also to be in accord with the phi-
lomophy of Western science. The lines which I pat in
capital letters seem to me the most remarkable amd the
mont profound that any Western poet has vet written
about the future of mankind. Let us loosely para-
phrase the verses quoted:

The end to which the senses of man have been created
is the making of Mind. If man were not blinded and
deceived by his senses, he would know what Nature
is, because the divine sight, perhaps the infinite vision,
would be opened to him. But the time will come when
he shall be able to know and to see.

What time?

The time when the selfishness of man shall have
ceased, when he shall no longer think of life as given
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CHAPTER VIII
A NOTE ON ROBERT BUCHANAN

Amoxg the minor poets of the Victorian period, Robert
Buchanan cannot be passed over unnoticed. A con-
temporary of all the great singers, he seems to have
been always a little isolated ; I mean that he formed no
strong literary friendships within the great circle.
Most great poets must live to a certain extent in soli-
tude; the man who can at once mix freely in society
and find time for the production of masterpieces is a
rare phenomenon. George Meredith is said to be such
a person. But Tennyson, Rossetti, Swinburne, Brown-
ing, Fitzgerald, were all very reserved and retired men,
though they had little circles of their own, and a certain
common sympathy. The case of Buchanan is different.
His aloofness from the rest has been, not the result of
any literary desire for quiet, but the result, on the con-
trary, of a strong spirit of opposition. Not only did
he have no real sympathy with the great poets, but he
represented in himself the very prejudices against which
they had to contend. Hard headed Scotchman as he
was, he manifested in his attitude to his brother poets
a good deal of the peculiar, harsh conservatism of which
Scotchmen seemed to be particularly capable. And he
did himself immense injury in his younger days by an
anonymous attack upon. the morals, or rather upon the
moral tone, of such poets as Rossetti and Swinburne.
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that could be said against it from a religious point
of view is that the spirit of it is even more Christian
than Christianity itself. From the poetical point of
view we must acknowledge it to be one of the grandest
ballads produced in the whole period of Victorian litera-
ture. You will not find so exquisite a finish here as in
some of the ballads of Rossetti; but you will find a
weirdness and a beauty and an emotional power that
make up for slenderness in workmanship.

In order to understand the beginning of the ballad
clearly, you should know the particulars about another
superstition concerning Judas. It is said that all the
elements refused to suffer the body to be committed to
them; fire would not burn it; water would not let it
sink to rest; every time it was buried, the earth would
spew it out again. Man could not bury that body, so
the ghosts endeavoured to get rid of it. The Field of
Blood referred to in the ballad is the Aceldama of
Scriptural legend, the place where Judas hanged him-
self.

"Twas the body of Judas Iscariot
Lay in the Field of Blood;
"Twas the soul of Judas Iscariot

Beside the body stood.

Black was the earth by night,
And black was the sky;
Black, black were the broken clouds,
Though the red Moon went by.
Then the soul of Judas Iscariot
Did make a gentle moan—
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And underneath were pricky whins,
And a wind that blew so cold.

The next place that he came unto
It was a stagnant pool,

And when he threw the body in
It floated light as wool.

He drew the body on his back,
And it was dripping chill,

And the next place he came unto
Was a Cross upon a hill.

A Cross upon the windy hill,
And a Cross on either side,
Three skeletons that swing thereon,
Who had been crucified.

And on the middle cross-bar sat
A white Dove slumbering;
Dim it sat in the dim light,
With its head beneath its wing.

And underneath the middle Cross
A grave yawned wide and vast,

But the soul of Judas Iscariot
Shiver’d, and glided past.

We are not told what this hill was, but every reader
knows that Calvary is meant, and the skeletons upon
the crosses are those of Christ and the two thieves
crucified with him. The ghostly hand had pushed Judas
to the place of all placcs where he would have wished
not to go. We nced not mind the traditional discrep-
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It was mirk, mirk night, and there was nae light,
And they waded in red blude up to the knee,
For a’ the blude that’s shed on earth,

Rins through the springs o’ that countrie.

Judas leaves the dreadful bridge and continues his
wanderings over the mountain, through woods and
through great desolate plains:

For months and years, in grief and tears,
He walked the silent night;

Then the soul of Judas Iscariot
Perceived a far-off light.

A far-off light across the waste,
As dim as dim might be,

That came and went like a lighthouse gleam
On a black night at sea.

'Twas the soul of Judas Iscariot
Crawled to the distant gleam;

And the rain came down, and the rain was blown
Against him with a scream.

"Twas the soul of Judas Iscariot,
Strange, and sad, and tall,

Stood all alone at dead of night
Before a lighted hall.

And the wold was white with snow,
And his foot-marks black and damp,

And the ghost of the silver Moon arose,
Holding her yellow lamp.
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"Twas one looked from the lighted hall,
And answered fierce and low,

“’Tis the soul of Judas Iscariot
Gliding to and fro.”

"Twas the soul of Judas Iscariot
Did hush itself and stand,

And saw the Bridegroom at the door
With a light in his hand.

The Bridegroom stood in the open door,
And he was clad in white,

And far within the Lord’s Supper
Was spread so long and bright.

The Bridegroom shaded his eyes and looked,
And his face was bright to see—

“What dost thou here at the Lord’s Supper
With thy body’s sins?” said he.

"Twas the soul of Judas Iscariot,
Stood black, and sad, and bare—

“I have wandered many nights and days;
There is no light elsewhere.”

"Twas the wedding guests cried out within,
And their eyes were fierce and bright—
“Scourge the soul of Judas Iscariot
Away into the night!”

The Bridegroom stood in the open door
And he waved hands still and slow,

And the third time that he waved his hands
The air was thick with snow.
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welcome to the Divine Supper. You will find the whole
of this poem in the “Victorian Anthology,” but I should
advise any person who might think of making a Japa-
nese translation to drop the final stanza and to leave
out u few of the others, if his judgment agrees with
mine.

Read this again to yourselves, and see how beautiful
it is. The beauty is chiefly in the central idea of for-
giveness ; but the workmanship of this composition has
also a very remarkable beauty, a Celtic beauty of weird-
ness, such as we seldom find in a modern composition
touching religious tradition. It were interesting to
know how the poet was able to imagine such a piece of
work. I think I can tell a little of the secret. Only a
man with a great knowledge and love of old ballads
could have written it. Having once decided upon the
skeleton of the story, he must have gone to his old Celtic
literature and to old Northern ballads for further in-
spiration. I have already suggested that the ballad
of “Thomas the Rhymer” was one source of his inspira-
tion, with its strange story of the River of Blood.
Thomas was sitting under a tree, the legend goes, when
he saw a woman approaching so beautiful that he
thought she was an angel or the Virgin Mary, and he
addressed her on his knees. But she sat down beside
him, and said, “I am no angel nor saint; I am only a
fairy. But if you think that I am so beautiful, take
care that you do not kiss me, for if you do, then I
shall have power over you.” Thomas immediately did
much more than kiss her, and he therefore became her
slave. She took him at once to fairy land, and on their
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Seven long days, and seven long nights,
Wild he wandered, woe the while!

Ceaseless care, and causeless fright,
Urge his footsteps many a mile.

Dark the seventh sad night descends;
Rivers swell, and rain-streams pour;
While the deafening thunder lends
All the terrors of its roar.

At the worst part of his dreary wandering over an
unknown and gloomy country, Frederick suddenly sees
a light far away. This seems to him, as it seemed in
Buchanan’s ballad to the soul of Judas, a light of hope.
He goes to the light, and finds himself in front of a vast
and ruinous looking church. Inside there is a light;
he leaps down from his horse, descends some steps, and
enters the building. Suddenly all is darkness again;
he has to feel his way.

Long drear vaults before him lie!
Glimmering lights are seen to glide!—
“Blessed Mary, hear my cry!
Deign a sinner’s steps to guide!”

Often lost their quivering beam,
Still the lights move slow before,

Till they rest their ghastly gleam
Right against an iron door.

He is really in the underground burial place of a
church, in the vaults of the dead, but he does not know
it. He hears voices.
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not recommend any further reading or study of the
poet, except perhaps of his “Vision of the Man Ac-
curst.” But even this has not the true stamp of origi-
nality ; and only the “Ballad of Judas Iscariot” is cer-
tain not to be soon forgotten.
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I too will something make,
And joy in the making;
Although to-morrow it seem
Like the empty words of a dream
Remembered on waking.

With this hint I have no hesitation in beginning
this lecture on Robert Bridges by picking out what
seems to me almost the only philosophical poem in the
whole of his work. The philosophy is not very deep,
but the poem is haunting.

EROS

Why hast thou nothing in thy face?
Thou idol of the human race,

Thou tyrant of the human heart,
The flower of lovely youth that art;
Yea, and that standest in thy youth
An image of eternal Truth,

With thy exuberant flesh so fair,
That only Pheidias might compare,
Ere from his chaste marmoreal form
Time had decayed the colours warm;
Like to his gods in thy proud dress,
Thy starry sheen of nakedness.

Surely thy body is thy mind,

For in thy face is nought to find,

Only thy soft unchristen’d smile

That shadows neither love nor guile,
But shameless will and power immense,
In secret sensuous innocence.
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to feel the beauty of it you ought to have before your
eyes, when studying it, a good engraving of the statue.
However, even without any illustration you will easily
perceive the moral of the thought in it, that beauty and
youth alone do not signify affection, nor even anything
dear. to the inner nature of man.

Now I shall turn to another part of the poet’s work.
Here is a little verse about a grown man looking at the
picture of himself when he was a little child. I think
that it is a very charming sonnet, and it will give you
something to think about.

A man that sees by chance his picture, made

As once a child he was, handling some toy,

Will gaze to find his spirit within the boy,

Yet hath no secret with the soul portray’d:

He cannot think the simple thought which play’d
Upon those features then so frank and coy;

"Tis his, yet oh! not his: and o’er the joy

His fatherly pity bends in tears dismay’d.

There is indeed no topic which Robert Bridges has
treated more exquisitely and touchingly than certain
phases of childhood, the poetry of childhood, the purity
of childhood, the pathos of childhood. I do not think
that any one except Patmore, and Patmore only in one
poem, “The Toys,” has even approached him. Take
this little poem for example, on the death of a little
boy. It is the father who is speaking.
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Sense with keenest edge unuseéd,
Yet unsteel’d by scathing fire;
Lovely feet as yet unbruised
On the ways of dark desire;
Sweetest hope that lookest smiling
O’er the wilderness defiling!

Why such beauty, to be blighted
By the swarm of foul destruction?
Why such innocence delighted,
When sin stalks to thy seduction?
All the litanies e’er chaunted
Shall not keep thy faith undaunted.

Me too once unthinking Nature,
—Whence Love’s timeless mockery. took me,—
Fashion’d so divine a creature,
Yea, and like a beast forsook me.
I forgave, but tell the measure
Of her crime in thee, my treasure.

The father is suffering the great pain of fathers
when he speaks thus, the pain of fearing for the future
of his child; and the mystery of things oppresses him,
as it oppresses everybody who knows what it is to be
afraid for the sake of another. He wonders at the
beautiful fresh senses of the boy, “yet unsteeled by
scathing fire”—that is, not yet hardened by experience
of pain. He admires the beauty of the little feet tot-
tering happily about; but in the same moment dark
thoughts come to him, for he remembers how blood-
stained those little feet must yet become on the ways
of the world, in the streets of cities, in the struggle
of life. And he delights in the smile of the child, full
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even in point of workmanship. I am also inclined to
think, and I believe that critics will later recogmise
this, that his feeling in regard to the deeper and nobler
qualities of love can only be compared to the work
of Browning in the same direction. It has not Brown-
ing’s force, nor the occasional sturdiness that ap-
proaches roughness. It is altogether softer and
finer, and it has none of Browning’s eccentricities. A
collection of sonnets, fifty-nine in number, entitled “The
Growth of Love” may very well be compared with Ros-
setti’s sonnet-sequence, “The House of Life.” But it
is altogether unlike Rossetti’s work; it deals with
thought more than sensation, and with joy more than
sorrow. But before we give an example of these, let
me quote a little fancy of a very simple kind, that gives
the character of Robert Bridges as a love poet quite
as well as any long or elaborate poem could do.

Long are the hours the sun is above,
But when evening comes I go home to my love.

I'm away the daylight hours and more,
Yet she comes not down to open the door.

She does not meet me upon the stair,—
She sits in my chamber and waits for me there.

As I enter the room she does not move;
I always walk straight up to my love;

And she lets me take my wonted place
At her side, and gaze in her dear dear face.
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Other poets, following the popular notion that birds
are happy when they sing, often speak of the nightin-
gale as an especially happy bird because of the extraor-
dinary sweetness of its song. The Greek poets thought
otherwise; to them it seemed that the song of the birds
was the cry of infinite sorrow and regret, and one of
the most horrible of all the Greek myths is the story
of Philomela, transformed into a nightingale. Matthew
Arnold, you may remember, takes the Greek view. So
in a way does Robert Bridges, but there are other sug-
gestions in his verse, purely human. Paraphrased, the
meaning is this (a man speaks first):

“When I listen to your song, I feel sure that the
country from which you come must be very beautiful;
and very sweet the warbling music of the stream, whose
sound may have taught you how to sing. O how much
I wish that I could go to your wonderful world, your
tropical world, where summer never dies, and where
flowers are all the year in bloom.” But the birds, an-
swer: “You are in cerror. Desolate is the country from
which we come; and in that country the mountains
are naked and barren, and the rivers are dried up. If
we sing, it is because of the pain that we feel in our
hearts, the pain of great desire for happier things.
But that which we desire without knowing it by sight,
that which we hope for in vain, these are more beautiful
than any song of ours can express. Skilful we are,
but not skilful enough to utter all that we feel. At
night we sing, trying to speak our secret of pain to
men ; but when all the other birds awake and salute the
sun with happy song, while all the flowers open their
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dazzling that completes the picture. But there is more
to notice; the poet has called these clouds banks of
cloud, and has spoken of them as crowding the sky for
miles. Remember that a bank of clouds always implies
masses of cloud joined together below. Now on a
beautiful clear day you must have often noticed in
the sky that a clear space, straight as any line upon
a map, marks off the lower part of the cloud. Between
the horizon and this line there is only clear blue; then
the clouds, all lined and joined together at the bottom,
are all rounded, bulgy at the top. This is what the
two lines which I have quoted picture to us.

In the simplest fancies, however, the same truth to
Nature is observable, and comes to us in like surprises.
Here is a little bit about a new moon shining on the
sea at night—the fourth poem in the fourth book:

She lightens on the comb
Of leaden waves, that roar
And thrust their hurried foam
Up on the dusky shore.

Behind the Western bars
The shrouded day retreats,

And unperceived the stars
Steal to their sovran seats.

And whiter grows the foam,

The small moon lightens more;
And as I turn me home,

My shadow walks before.

“You feel that this has been seen and felt, that it is
not merely the imagination of a man sitting down to
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Had never rib nor bray nor swingeing fan
Like his iron swimmer of the Clyde or Tyne,
Late-born of golden seed to breed a line
Of offspring swifter and more huge of plan.

Straight is her going, for upon the sun

When once she hath look’d, her path and place are
plain; ‘

With tireless speed she smiteth one by one

The shuddering seas and foams along the main;

And her eased breath, when her wild race is run,

Roars through her nostrils like a hurricane.

While this is true to fact, it is also fine fancy; the
only true way in which the practical and mechanical
can appeal to the poet is in the sensation of life and
power that it produces.

I think we have read together enough of Robert
Bridges to excite some interest in such of his poetry
as we have not read. But you will have perceived that
this poet is in his own way quite different from other
poets of the time, and that he cannot appeal to com-
mon-place minds. His poetry is like fine old wine, mild,
mellowed wine, that only the delicate palate will be able
to appreciate properly.

THE END
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